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President Vicente Fox Quesada's administration has proposed a controversial plan to double
water fees for agricultural users and to eliminate subsidies for certain industries such as mining. In
testimony before the Senate environment committee (Comision del Medio Ambiente), Environment
Secretary Victor Lichtinger said the proposal is intended primarily as a disincentive to waste
water. An estimated 40% to 60% of the water used for irrigation is wasted, he said. "The campesino
community must learn to place greater value on our water resources," said Lichtinger.
The secretary said conservation is necessary because of the increasing scarcity of water in Mexico,
a result of years of drought, obsolete infrastructure, increasing contamination, and population
pressures. A report released in June by the Comision Nacional de Agua (CNA) said water supplies
in Mexico have dropped to about 4,960 cubic meters per capita, compared with about 11,500
cubic meters per capita in 1955 (see SourceMex, 2001-06-27). "This natural resource is becoming
increasingly scarce and losing quality, thus compromising the economic activities and welfare of the
population," Lichtinger told the committee.

Agricultural producers protest doubling of water fees
The proposal to double water fees for agricultural producers met strong protests from the
Confederacion Nacional Campesina (CNC) and the Confederacion de Trabajadores de Mexico
(CTM). The CNC said the proposal is ill-timed because agriculture is facing a severe crisis brought
on by a sharp decline in the prices of corn, beans, rice, coffee, fruits, and vegetables. "An increase in
the price of water at this time would be disastrous for most agricultural producers," the CNC said.
The CTM said the Fox administration and its predecessors are partially responsible for water losses
in agriculture because they have not passed funding to improve irrigation equipment. "We do not
oppose more stringent regulations requiring water conservation," said the CTM. "What we oppose
is an increase in the fees for water usage."
Lichtinger said the administration is planning to provide financing through government lenders like
the Banco Nacional de Obras Publicas (BANOBRAS), Nacional Financiera (NAFIN), and the CNA
to help agricultural producers replace obsolete irrigation equipment and tanks, which are partially
responsible for the water losses. "We have to bring technology to the agricultural sector and invest
in mechanisms to save water," Lichtinger said. He added that the Secretaria del Medio Ambiente
y Recursos Naturales (SEMARNAT) is also planning to eliminate its subsidies to industries such as
mining, which also waste significant amounts of water. "These subsidies should be directed toward
segments of the population that really need them," said Lichtinger, who noted that 10 million
Mexicans do not have direct access to water lines or rely on tanker trucks for their water supplies.
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Government also seeks deregulation, forest protection
The water-conservation fees are part of the administration's efforts to impose severe penalties for
destroying the environment and wasting natural resources. On Oct. 7, Fox sent a legislative initiative
to the Chamber of Deputies containing reforms and amendments to Mexico's environmental laws,
including a plan to give state governments and Mexico City greater powers to regulate usage of
natural resources and implement water and soil conservation, and reforestation programs. The Fox
government has emphasized preservation of forests, which have been deteriorating steadily in the
past several years.
A report published by the UN's Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) in early October rated
Mexico as one of the countries with the largest rate of forest loss during the 1990-2000 decade. It said
Mexico lost an average of 631,000 hectares per year, reducing its total forested surface to 55.2 million
ha last year from 61.5 million ha in 1990. Along with Mexico, the FAO listed Argentina, Brazil,
Indonesia, Myanmar, Nigeria, Sudan, Zambia, and Zimbabwe as the countries with the highest rate
of deforestation.
The deforestation was attributed to factors that include overexploitation, clearing trees for
agriculture, poor cutting techniques, disease, and pests. The report said some countries that
previously had a high deforestation rate have succeeded in supplanting lost acreage with new forest
growth. These countries include China, Belarus, Kazakstan, Russia, and the US.
The FAO report followed a similar study released by the Instituto de Ecologia at the Universidad
Nacional Autonoma de Mexico (UNAM) in June of this year. The study found that Mexico had
lost 90% of its tropical forest between 1950 and 2000, or the equivalent of 40 million ha. UNAM
researcher Miguel Martinez, who wrote the study, said the majority of the lost forests are in
Oaxaca and Chiapas states, where large tracts have been cleared to produce wood products and
to make way for agricultural plantations, including tropical fruits. (Sources: Notimex, 06/07/01; El
Universal, 06/08/01, 10/04/01; Reforma, Novedades, 10/04/01; Excelsior, 06/08/01, 10/04/01, 10/05/01;
El Financiero, 10/05/01; La Jornada, 10/08/01)
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